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here are interesting similarities 
between the Barcelona Liceu 
and the Coven Garden Royal 
Opera House, both of them amongst 
the most outstanding of the world's 
great theatres. Thanks to the inter- 
change of productions, these two estab- 
lishment~ have been drawing closer 
over the last few years, as well as 
sharing the great names of opera in 
their programmes, including, of course, 
leading figures in Catalan opera, such 
as Josep Carreras, Montserrat Caballé 
and Jaume Aragall. In fact, never in the 
history of Covent Garden has the Cata- 
lan contribution been as important as it 
is  today, already quite noticeable 
thanks to the appearance of the famous 
Catalan actress Núria Espert, who re- 
cently achieved great success in Sco- 
tland with her production of Madame 
Butterfly, and as the producer of impor- 
tant new events. 
The foundation of the Liceu coincides in 
time with that of the present Covent 
Garden, which goes back to 1856. In 
the same way that the Liceu has 
had great impresarios, such as Albert 
Benis ( 1882- 19 161, Joan Mestres 
( 19 1 6- 19471 and Joan Antoni Pbmias 
( 1947- 1980), Covent Garden has been 
run by great British impresarios, like 
Frederick Gye, Augustus Harris and 
Henry Higgins. The designation of "Ro- 
ya1 Theatre", which Covent Garden 
preserves today, is echoed exactly in 
the original name of the Colisseum of 
the Rambles, which was originally called 
the Gran Teatre del Liceu de Sa Majes- 
tat Isabel II, though the royal reference 
was, of course, discarded after the re- 
volution of 1 868. In 1946, Covent Gar- 
den became a public institution sup- 
ported by government funds. In this re- 
spect, the administration of the Liceu 
since the creation of the consortium, in 
1980, is rather similar, since it is now 
run with the support of the local authori- 
ties and the autonomous government, 
as well as that of the members. How- 
ever, the continuing importance of these 
in the running of the Liceu is a clear 
point of divergence when it comes to 
making comparisons with its English 
counterpart. 
The Liceu and Covent Garden also 
share a very central position, close to 
famous flower and vegetable markets 
-the Boqueria market in Barcelona and 
the vegetable market in London also 
called Covent Garden. Unfortunately, 
Covent Garden recently lost this pic- 
turesque element when the vegetable 
market was moved to the other side of 
the River Thames. However, the build- 
ings and open spaces that made up the 
market have been turned into a pedes- 
trian precinct with restaurants and ca- 
fés, so closely resembling Medi- 
terranean town squares that it brings to 
mind the relaxed atmosphere of the 
Rambles. Furthermore, in the same way 
that the Rambles abound with bars and 
cafeterias, the area around Covent 
Garden is famous for its typical pubs. 
Both theatres are affected by the 
shortage of rehearsal and workshop 
space. The Liceu is known to be plan- 
ning a large extension at the back, to- 
wards the carrer Sant Pau, at the same 
time as Covent Garden is the subiect of 
a heated controversy as a result of its 
foreseen physical and financia1 enlarge- 
ment, which involves the reorganization 
of the whole site, possibly entrusting the 
development of parts of the surround- 
ing area to an American consortium. 
According to the plan's opponents, this 
would introduce an essentially func- 
tional tone, at the expense of cultural 
standards. 
The interior of the Liceu is very well 
conceived, and is  admired both for the 
success and the beauty of its architect- 
ure as well as for its acoustics. Ori- 
ginally, Covent Garden was very similar 
to the Liceu, but it has changed over the 
years as regards the arrangement of 
the auditorium. Whereas the Liceu has 
preserved the four floors of boxes, 
many of them with individually deco- 
rated side rooms, the number of boxes 
at Covent Garden has been much redu- 
ced, with the majority of floors being 
taken up by rows of seats. In the London 
boxes there are hardly any differences 
to be seen as regards decoration. 
Just as the Liceu has a side door giving 
on to the carrer Sant Pau, a typical alley 
with its bars, the entrance to the upper 
floors and the ticket office, Covent Gar- 
den opens on to Floral Street, where 
there is also the entrance to the upper 
floors, the ticket office, and the famous 
Nag's Head, a Mecca for opera lovers 
and people of the theatre. 
There are important similarities be- 
tween the audiences that frequent the 
two theatres. At both the Liceu and Co- 
vent Garden, the stalls and lower circle 
are occupied by the city's bourgeoisie, 
who enjoy the intervals as much as the 
performances, meeting and greeting 
friends and acquaintances, but who are 
a little reserved as regards their re- 
action to the entertainment. The real 
enthusiasts are to be found higher up in 
both theatres, on the 4th and 5th floors 
of the Liceu and in the Gallery at Covent 
Garden. The public here is younger and 
less well-off than in the stalls or lower 
levels. However, there is one important 
difference between these two publics of 
different nationalities. The Barcelona 
"clans" get much more excited about 
the singers (there are "Caballistes", 
"Aragallistes", "Cossotians", and so 
on), while the English are more likely to 
become moved, or rather indignant, at 
the work of the conductor, to the extent 
that even in recent years there have 
been cases of booing and hissing. 
In spite of the remarkable similarities, 
there has been a noticeable difference 
in the development of the two theatres 
over the last few years. The Liceu seems 
to have gained in acceptance amongst 
the general public, to a large extent 
overcoming the "elitist" label which 
tends to be attached to opera houses 
around the world. This is  due mainly to 
the democratization of its administra- 
tion as a result of the involvement of the 
autonomous and local governments, 
and secondly to its importance in the 
new Catalan autonomy, as a symbol of 
Catalan culture and economic develop- 
ment, and its long history of identifica- 
tion with the Catalan nationalist cause. 
On the other hand, Covent Garden, in 
spite of having done away with the 
system of boxes and of more than forty 
years of state involvement, is  felt by the 
British public to be more "elitist" than 
ever. This is partly due to its acute fi- 
nancial crisis, which has put up the price 
of tickets for the best performances in 
1989-90 to some £90, only accesible to 
the wealthy. Unlike the Liceu, per- 
formance~ are not broadcast by televi- 
sion and very rarely by radio, so that 
there is little contact between this great 
English opera house and the general 
public. Above al1 else, Covent Garden 
is seen as a cultural symbol belonging 
to the capital, to London, and worse, as 
a centralist cultural institution. There is 
no doubt that another of the factors in 
favour of the Liceu's relative lack of eli- 
tism is the fact that its best artists, such 
as Josep Carreras or Montserrat Cabe- 
IIé, are natives of the same country, as 
well as being popular figures in the 
press and part of Catalan national 
awareness. On the other hand, the 
leading artists at Covent Garden are 






'CERCLE DEL L I C E U ' .  B A R C E L O N A .  
foreign, a fact which causes resentment 
and strengthens the feeling of elitism. 
Even at a time when English singers are 
proliferating on the international scene, 
not even the best English perfomers, 
such as Thomas Allen or Rosalind Plow- 
right, have the same popular coverage 
in the media as Catalan performers in 
their country. 
Up till now, programmes at the Liceu 
have been more enterprising than at 
Covent Garden. The latter maintains a 
more popular repertory, such as Car- 
men, La Boheme or Tosca, which is re- 
peated every year. Productions such as 
La Favorita, Rienzi or Ernani, which are 
so popular in other theatres around the 
world, have not even been considered. 
Amongst the many less well-known 
operas staged by the Liceu in the last 
few years, we find Mephistopheles, Fe- 
dora, Adriana Lecouverur, La Giocon- 
da, etc. While Covent Garden has dis- 
tinguished itself for the attention it has 
given to operas by Mozart, and of 
course to British opero, especially that 
of Britten, the Liceu stands out for its 
work on Wagner, its repertory of be1 
canto, its attention to verism, and at 
times for its work in promoting Catalan 
opera and the sarsuela. Apart from the 
usual Carmen, French opera cannot be 
said to appear very often at either 
opera house. 
In the last few years, because of the 
spectacular proliferation of national 
singers, the Liceu seems to have man- 
aged to outdo Covent Garden as re- 
gards star performances. While the lat- 
ter can occasionally allow itself the 
luxury of having the best singers, the 
Liceu has them on hand, born and bred 
on the spot, ready and willing to show 
their loyalty to their country's most fa- 
mous theatre. 
The Liceu and Covent Garden are two 
great opera houses, the greatest in 
their respective countries. They have 
problems, ambitions, and physical, ar- 
tistic and administrative aspects in com- 
mon. The Liceu is going through a fa- 
vourable period, undoubtedly helped 
by the development of political auto- 
nomy, in which one can see an increas- 
ingly succesfull move to avoid the elitist 
label. Covent Garden is  going through 
a financia1 and artistic crisis, in which 
the elitist label is becoming more and 
more difficult to avoid. Let us hope for 
further collaboration between these 
two opera houses, so that they can 
learn from one another in the interest of 
an invaluable artistic task. • 
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